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ABSTRACT 
Prior to colonization, Indigenous children and their families mostly thrived and flourished on 
Turtle Island, living according to the natural laws of the land and knowledge passed from generation to 
generation since time immemorial. Along with colonialism came colonial laws and legislation that 
disempowered Indigenous peoples and severed the strong family and kinship ties. Self-Determination 
begins with a sense of curiosity for new experiences that require humility and courage while remaining 
steadfast to a learned principle that is intuitively woven into our traditional ways of being. An anti-
oppressive practice would serve the Indigenous client best in that this creates a platform for them to 
identify and describe the barriers they have faced and not been able to overcome. As the facilitator, this 
is when situational awareness is of the utmost importance in that he/she must be observant and intuitive 
and time his/her words and actions to navigate the discussion in the most fair and just manner. All these 
values must be inclusive of the nation’s protocol and adhere to the traditional principles that are 
specific to the territory. Indigenous people are living testimonies of resilience, which results from 
adhering to traditional teachings that become everyday principles that we live by. Together, we must 
move past consilient thinking and integrate Indigenous transformative principles in order to affect 
change while remaining steadfast to the life goals of our Ancestors and honor the legacy they have left 
in charge of those who strive to protect our children and their families from more acts of colonialism.   
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INTRODUCTION 
Prior to colonization, Indigenous children and their families mostly thrived and flourished in 
North America, living according to the natural laws of the land and knowledge passed from generation 
to generation since time immemorial. Knowledge contemporarily often referred to as Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge (TEK) which “holds the memories, observation stories, understandings, 
insights, and practices for how to follow the natural laws of a particular place” (Nelson, 2008, p. 31), 
and promotes an interconnected relationship with each other and our natural environment. Our 
Indigenous nations adhered to a holistic worldview that promoted balance, respect, and independence. 
As such, children lived and thrived within secure and protective social networks that ensured their 
safety, holistic well-being, and ability to mature and grow into autonomous adults.  
Along with colonialism came colonial laws and legislation that disempowered Indigenous 
peoples and severed the strong family and kinship ties. Perhaps none more so than the Residential 
Schools and the current Child, Family and Community Service Act (CFCSA). Currently, 52.2 % of 
children in Canada under 14 years of age in foster care are Indigenous (Indigenous Services Canada, 
2020). In British Columbia, 66% of all children in care are Indigenous (Ministry of Child and Family 
Development, 2019).  Indigenous children under 14 years of age represent 7.7% of all children under 
14 in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017) -  this over-representation of Indigenous children in care is 
shocking. Across Canada, the long-standing overrepresentation of Indigenous Children in Care is 
atrocious and disheartening because they are our future, and their purpose as our future leaders is being 
affected by yet another act of oppression.   
These statistics demonstrate that not only are our children the most vulnerable members of our 
nation, but also that our Indigenous parents are just as disempowered as they were during the 
Residential school era. In Gaspard’s report to the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) and the First Nation 
Child and Family Caring Society of Canada (FNCFCSC), she stated that “under the Indian Act, the 
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government forcibly removed generations of First Nations children from their homes to attend 
government-funded residential schools” (2018, p. 25). The children Gaspard is talking about includes 
my Dad, Mom, uncles and aunts, and grandparents.  
In the era of the post-Constitution Act of Canada, which affirms and recognizes Indigenous 
rights and title and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People that affirms 
Indigenous right to self-determination, these statistics expose a problem that deserves the sincere 
attention of all involved. How is that children went from thriving and flourishing within their 
Indigenous communities and families, to now representing over 50% of the children in the care of the 
government? To honestly address this problem requires first “truth-telling,” so the source of the 
problem is correctly identified, and second, an honest look at how self-determination for Indigenous 
peoples may correct this problem. 
Social workers are witness to both the hardship and resilience of First Nations Families who 
must navigate everyday challenges as well as any encounters with Child Protection workers from the 
Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD) and Delegated Indigenous Agencies (DAA). My 
Ancestors embraced resilience and went unchanged for as long as they could until the Trauma and 
oppression came wearing many faces, and colonial impacts became a “shape-shifting colonial entities 
attempt[ing] to sever our relationships to the natural world” (Corntassel, 2012, p. 88). Aside from 
stripping the Indigenous Nations of their inherent rights, the residential schools took the children away 
“from the influence of their parents and communities; re-socializing them in the values, beliefs, and 
habits of colonial society; and absorbing them on completion of their training into the non-Indigenous 
world” (Castellano, 2006, p. 6) Anguish took over the faces of the parents who sent their children to 
residential schools, and the houses were empty and echoed like never before.  
Leadership in Indigenous Social Development strives to include an anti-oppressive approach 
and be cognizant of the Historic trauma transmission, but the resilience and strengths-based approaches 
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must operate at the hub of each action. Much of the difficult work begins with “developing leaders who 
are well educated but also grounded in their local and cultural knowledge and wisdom will result in 
more healthy, prosperous, and balanced communities (Voyageur et al., 2015, p. 340). Social workers as 
Leaders become warriors for change in hopes of having colonialism recede and have Indigenous 
practice take precedence as we move forward.  
A social worker’s role in his/her home community requires even more transparency to promote 
healthy relationships and even more fruitful outcomes that are the stepping stones to rise above 
oppression.  As a part of the Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) Model,  
it is necessary for Indigenous people to acknowledge and explore the 
possibility that those ripples of collective trauma and grief continue to play an 
active role in inhibiting the ability of Indigenous people to flourish as a whole 
and healthy people, generation after generation (Wesley-Esquimaux & 
Smolewski, 2004, p.100).  
Social workers need to embrace the historical layers of the family’s life story to ensure the service 
needed are culturally relevant and safe in order to consider “how social and historical contexts, as well 
as structural and interpersonal power imbalances, shape health and health care experiences” of 
Indigenous people across Canada (Native Youth Sexual Health Network, 2016, p.30).  
Leaders who fight for self-determination are the lighthouse of the nation, a landmark that 
reflects a place that becomes a stronghold for Indigenous families who seeks safety within. Like many 
leaders, social workers navigate the day to day issues, and this is an excellent platform to build 
relationships with community members and gain insight into interactions between them and the service 
providers. Visible leaders such as service providers, counsellors, coordinators, or chiefs, can make a 
real difference because “Indigenous leaders, whether elected, community, or spiritual, as people who 
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introduce new knowledge, challenge assumptions, convince people that things can be different, propose 
change, and mobilize the community to take action” (Voyageur et al., 2015, p. 334).  
 As a Nlaka’pamux woman and social worker, I must maintain an appropriate pace where 
community members remain well informed of each process and be conscientious of the context of the 
old, current, and future challenges Indigenous families encounter aside from child protection matters. 
Albert Marshall states that Two-Eyed seeing:   
     “is the gift of multiple perspectives treasured by many Indigenous peoples and 
explains that it refers to learning to see from one eye with the strengths of 
Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from the other eye with 
the strengths of Western knowledges and ways of knowing, and to using both 
these eyes together, for the benefit of all” (IISH website, 
http://www.integrativescience.ca, 2012, p.335).  
Like Two-Eyed seeing, the journey of social workers serving Indigenous communities is made up of 
two paths that intertwine and are strategically accommodating numerous interactions meant to serve the 
holistic well-being of the community. Indigenous self-determination and relevant western practices are 
an act of consilience which takes the core values and principles of the Indigenous nation and also 
utilizes the most helpful mainstream practice to lift Indigenous people who strive to affect change for 
themselves and their families.  
While walking the fine line of mainstream policy and Indigenous frameworks of practice, social 
workers, as facilitative leaders, must have integrity and remember that “Words have power. They can 
liberate or oppress, transform or degrade, honor or disparage, acknowledge or ignore and amplify or 
silence” (Yellow Bird, 2008, p. 275).  Indigenous people have been made vulnerable and therefore 
accustomed to being guarded. Yellow Bird mostly looks at how terms such as vulnerable, social justice, 
SELF-DETERMINATION & INDIGENOUS CFS                                                  
5 
 
empowerment, and self-determination are defined by the colonizer and interpreted by the Indigenous 
people who are all filled with connotations of oppression and power-over the Indigenous nations. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 
For my research paper, I relied on relevant academic literature and books that align with my 
theoretical framework of Indigenous resurgence and various processes of decolonization. I focussed on 
ways to decolonize contemporary social work practice that could align with the FNCFCS Strategic 
Direction for 2019-2025, UNDRIP, Convention on the Rights of the Child, and other new legislation. 
For example, my literature review included how Bill C-92, An Act respecting First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis children, youth, and families in effect now, may contribute to or hinder acts of self-determination 
and Indigenous resurgence.  
I conducted my research in a manner which reflects Younging’s first principle of writing in an 
Indigenous style is to ensure that research papers “reflect Indigenous realities as they are perceived by 
indigenous people” and be “truthful and insightful in their indigenous content.” (2018, p. 12). Younging 
also states that the cultural integrity of the Indigenous people be respected in order to sustain a 
reciprocal relationship during the knowledge exchange. I researched theories and practices that have 
been used within Indigenous Communities and demonstrated an inclusive approach. I incorporated the 
Historic Trauma Transmission theory by Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski (2004), who set a precedent 
in creating awareness about the lived experience of Indigenous people.  
Who Am I? Locating Self 
As well, my methods included my own personal experiences as an Indigenous social worker 
through the use of the Indigenous facilitative leadership strategy that empowers Indigenous families 
and creates space for our inherent right to self-governance that accurately reflects our Indigenous 
worldviews. As such, it is important that I locate myself within my research methods.  
Nskwest Ncłetkwu Shnaʔem-My name is Waterfall Song. My first name Ncłetkwu was given to 
me by my Paternal Grandfather, and my second name Shnaʔem was given to me by my maternal 
Grandfather. Tuł kn C’eletkwmx of the Nlaka’pamux nation. I am from the Coldwater People of the 
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Nlaka’pamux Nation. By sharing my traditional names and who I received these names from “show 
respect to the ancestors” and reflects the proper protocol I was taught growing up (Kovach, 2009, 
p.110).  I was born and raised in Coldwater Reserve, as were my parents Speʔshees (William Leonard 
Bob) and Shorty Hen’uk (Beverly Dale Oppenheim). My grandparents, Peter Bob & Ada August, Paul 
Oppenheim & Lily George, had come to Nc'łetkʷu (Coldwater) to make a life for them and their 
children in the 1930s. Their choice to be here set the stage for me, and I am influenced on an 
intergenerational level, in a holistic sense, as well as socially, economically, and environmentally. The 
traditional teachings I have been given from my parents and grandparents are tied to the place I live and 
“is an inextricable part of our sovereign knowledges” (Moreton-Robinson, 2017, p.71) with my family 
and my community- a good example of traditional Nlaka’pamux knowledge. 
Much like Mahia Maurial describes as being “local, holistic, and oral” (Hart, 2010, p.3), my 
values and beliefs are deeply rooted in the teachings I received from my parents and grandparents. In 
order to understand who I am, I recall moments and stories of my parents and grandparents. These 
stories dwell in my memories and resonate in my heart. Moreton-Robinson states that “our existence 
and survival depended on flexible knowledge systems,” but I believe the integrity of this knowledge 
can be lost in interpretation by an outsider (2017, p.70).  I am humbled by how much more I need to 
know or learn about my own language, culture, and community as a whole. 
Oral History & Family Teachings 
My mother’s older brother Clarence Oppenheim who is 74 years old now, spoke of a time in his 
youth when he had asked his great Grandfather Chullamen who had been up in Coquihalla for more 
than three months: “Grandpa, What do you get out of being out there for that long anyways?”(Personal 
communication, April 26, 2019) and Chullamen replied,” To get to know myself,” and my Uncle 
Clarence asked,” Why would you want to do that?!” Chullamen then replied, “because when I know 
myself, I know everyone else.”  Chullamen lived to be over 100 years old and died of natural causes. 
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He was always held in high regard by both of my parents and their families and other community 
members. My great, great Grandfather Chullamen’s teachings are a part of the oral history I carry with 
me, and it is now my turn to be the teacher for my daughter and her children, and so on. 
My Grandmother Lily Oppenheim helped me through my teen years when I struggled with my 
relationships with both of my parents. I didn’t understand the choices they were making, and I would 
never accept it as being something normal in my life. Addiction, family breakdown, and every other 
disruption that sources from having parents immersed in alcohol addiction became the new normal for 
me at the age of 12. In my conversations with my grandmother, she spoke with a soft tone and it was 
somewhat melodic to me as she consoled me and then spoke plainly of these matters. I responded to 
her truthful account of why life can be so difficult and often reflected back to her own lived 
experiences as examples. I was glad she sincerely listened to my thoughts, my feelings, and my fears. It 
was after these talks I could stand up to more tests of character and feel more confident about the 
direction I chose in life. She told me that my parents are my parents no matter what and that one day 
they won't be here. She made me think about what I needed to say in the moment and don’t wait too 
long to say it. She essentially helped me establish a very strong foundation on which to build a better 
life for myself and my daughter while allowing my relationships with my parents to improve over time.  
My parents and grandparents taught me kindness, awareness while being intuitive, the practice 
of being non-judgmental, and to express compassion as a part of my natural way of being and this 
became my daily practice as a social worker. Like my parents and grandparents, I am mindful in how I 
speak, and I strive to maintain integrity as an Indigenous woman working with my people every day.  
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THEMATIC FINDINGS 
Truth Telling 
Today, the transition toward Nations-based-leadership is in the development of Indigenous 
Child and Family Services which is the beginning of truth-telling in that “Indigenous knowledges have 
governance value for Indigenous Peoples as an integral part of how our nations and communities plan 
for our future” (Whyte, 2018, p.77).   
Truth-telling is integrated with storytelling and is practiced by our Elders and survivors through 
“trans-generational memory transmitted by their stories,” to “ensure the survival and continuance of 
Indigenous epistemic traditions. For many communities under siege by the triangular threats of  
(settler) colonialism, patriarchy and capitalist-modernity,  storytelling becomes a site and tool for 
survival”(Sium & Ritskes, 2013, p. 5). Truth-telling and storytelling intermingle and become “Living 
words” (Sium & Ritskes, 2013, p. 5) of our Indigenous ancestors.  
Cindy Blackstock, Terry Cross, John George, Ivan Brown, and Jocelyn Formsma published 
Reconciliation in Child Welfare: Touchstones of Hope for Indigenous Children, Youth, and Families in 
2006 “as the testimony, and commitment, of those who understand that improving the lived experience 
for Indigenous children, youth, and families necessarily requires the improvement of the system that 
serves them.”(p.4). Blackstock et al. identify truth-telling, acknowledging, restoring, and relating as 
touchstones, all of which reflect core principles of reconciliation.  They also define a touchstone as 
being a high standard against which we measure other things. When applied to reconciliation in child 
welfare, touchstones are the high standards and values that guide action in each of the four phases of 
reconciliation.  
Quinn and Saini (2012) conducted a participatory action research project based on the 
Touchstones of Hope practice framework created by the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society 
of Canada. Truth Telling, Acknowledging, Restoring, and Relating makes up the four processes that 
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promote reconciliation and assist with the growth and evolution of Indigenous Child and Family 
Services even to this day.  
 A brave Indigenous leader such as Jody Wilson-Raybould remained steadfast, and her integrity 
echoed through the House of Commons when she stated, “I come from a long line of matriarchs, and I 
am a truth-teller in accordance with the laws and traditions of our Big House. This is who I am, and this 
is who I will always be Gila’kasla” (2019, para, 2). Her words taught me to ensure that, as an 
Indigenous woman, I am held to these same laws, which are based on my family’s teachings to make 
well-informed decisions to prevent any further issues for all parties involved. Acting with integrity 
leaves no room for assumptions and requires integrity to shine through alongside the truth. I must 
adhere to the best practices according to the Touchstones of Hope by ensuring that I hold space for the 
truth of each Indigenous person. When their truth is acknowledged, their lived experience and the 
insight they gained, as a result, will become the building blocks throughout this approach. Truth-telling 
and acknowledgment of Historic Trauma will assist in the planning and implementation of holistic 
wellness programs that will help restore balance at a family and community level. Cultural sensitivity 
must be at the forefront and in step with each intention to help so as to relate to each Indigenous 
person’s traditional ecological knowledge, principles, and practices in order to coincide with a specific 
way of being in accordance to their family traditions and values. 
Self-Determination 
I believe that Self Determination begins with a sense of curiosity for new experiences that 
requires a person to demonstrate humility and courage while remaining steadfast to a learned principle 
that is intuitively woven into our traditional ways of being. Its meaning echoes loudly with freedom, 
independence, and livelihood. Self Determination is a part of the holistic framework and practice that 
Indigenous People have abided by for centuries. Social workers must understand that “self-
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determination is rooted in the participant’s ability to develop and practice child welfare in their 
language and culture, with a holistic approach” (Quinn & Saini, 2012, p. 27).  
The Touchstones of Hope is a framework created by the First Nation Child and Family Caring 
Society of Canada (F.N.C.F.C.S.C). In 1998, this Caring Society was established on the unceded 
territory of the Squamish First Nations with the initial intent to provide research, policy, professional 
development and networking to support First Nations child and family services to care for First Nations 
Children, youth and families. They have produced annual reports that reflect their hard work in 
affecting change. In their 2004 Annual report, they described their mandate as providing “culturally 
relevant knowledge, skills, and resources to First Nations Child and Family Service Agencies.” with the 
mission statement of “Building Helping Communities” (p. 4). This Caring Society has examined and 
established a timeline of events around the constant federal and provincial interference in the operation 
of First Nations Child and Family Services agencies. 
Cindy Blackstock, Executive Director of the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of 
Canada, is a long-standing Indigenous warrior who strives to “ensure First Nations children and their 
families have culturally based and equitable opportunities to grow up safely at home, be healthy, get a 
good education and be proud of who they are” (FNCFCSC, 2020, para. 2). She and numerous other 
Indigenous advocates are steadfast at the political front while addressing the presenting issues at the 
front line where Social workers are attempting to utilize practice frameworks based on Indigenous 
approaches. These approaches to social work practice falter within Indigenous families and 
communities due to the colonial base that shudders under the weight it bears from trying to carry truth 
and reconciliation forward while dragging each survivor holistically once more into the fray of fear, 
shame, and guilt that rightly so belongs to the oppressor, not the oppressed.  
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Self Determination Theory 
Being out on the land for even one day is filled with conscious decisions to make it to the 
chosen destination and make it home safely. Being land-based is an excellent example of the Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), which “links personality, human motivation, and optimal functioning.” 
In looking at the term personality, I wonder how this relates more to a way of being that correlates with 
the intrinsic motivation of Indigenous people. Independent thinking, situational awareness, curiosity, 
and motivation are most certainly intrinsic motivators for Indigenous People who strive to break free of 
the confines of the Indian Act and its tight grip on our daily lives. SDT highlights specific determinants 
of holistic wellbeing that are “intrinsic to individual development and within social contexts, that 
facilitate vitality, motivation, social integration and well-being, and, alternatively, those that contribute 
to depletion, fragmentation, antisocial behaviors, and unhappiness” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p.3). From my 
own perspective, extrinsic motivation is most often fear-based, and this is what Indigenous Families 
usually experience when involved with any child welfare agency that is driven by oppressive colonial 
policy. SDT explores the “pervasive influences of cultural, political, and economic forms of 
motivation” that stem from potential empowering and/or oppressive sources which affect the decisions 
of the said client and service provider (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p.25).   
As an Indigenous social worker, I support the “idea that every person has a right to determine 
his or her own direction and make his or her own decisions in life” (Ackerman et al., 2018).  The self-
determination theory resonates with national and provincial code of ethics. It requires social workers to 
be critically reflective and actively engaged and curious about the backstory of each individual, while 
focusing on their strengths and resilience to move through each day and the challenges that follow.  
UNDRIP 
Indigenous Peoples have for generations stated that self-determination must have a place within 
Child and Family Services. One way to practice self-determination is by following a community-based 
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approach and practice. Although the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 
(UNDRIP) was implemented in 2007 by the UN Nations General Assembly, Canada did not become a 
signatory until May 2016. Indigenous leaders across Canada pushed for UNDRIP to be adopted in 
support of the process of reconciliation with the Indigenous People across Canada. Under Article 3 and 
4 of UNDRIP, Indigenous People have the right to self-determination and freely pursue social 
development in a manner that is determined most relevant to meet the needs of each community (2008, 
p.4). Truth-telling will begin when the Indigenous nations in conjunction with provincial and federal 
governments create a concurrent jurisdiction strategy to extract accurate data that will increase 
transparency and accountability for the health and well-being of our Indigenous Children and Youth as 
we move forward.  
Bill C-92 
In 2019, the Federal government passed Bill C-92, An Act respecting First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis children, youth and families. Under this new legislation, First Nation’s jurisdiction over the care 
and protection of their children is formally recognized. The Minister of Indigenous Services, Marc 
Miller stated  “until Indigenous laws are in place – services to Indigenous children will continue as 
before” yet every Indigenous child and family services provider will have to apply the basic principles 
set out in the Act (Indigenous Services Canada, 2020, para 5). A tripartite agreement called a 
Concurrent Jurisdiction process would be made up of First Nations Governance, provincial policy and 
federal legislation. This represents a new plan to support Indigenous Nations across Canada and 
recognize their jurisdiction over child and family services (Indigenous Services Canada, 2019, para 1). 
At last, we as Indigenous people are not being forced to stand in the shadow of the Provincial Child, 
Family, and Community Services Act that has propagated an ongoing fear that our Indigenous Children 
and Youth will never make it home again.  
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As a result of Bill C-92, Community based Indigenous Child, and Family Law will supersede 
provincial and federal legislation, and these laws will reflect the core values and principles that honour 
the diversity of each Indigenous Nation across Canada. These laws must adhere to the Declaration on 
the Rights of the Child and other global standards to protect the health and well-being of vulnerable 
children and youth. Throughout this transition, social workers will continue to build rapport and mutual 
trust with the Indigenous families they serve by ensuring the families and their communities are 
involved in addressing the potential risks and collaborate programs and services to keep the family 
together. Given this new legislation, how will self-determination be supported through social work 
practice within the current paradigm of Child and Family Services? In order for Indigenous Nations to 
move forward with self-determination, I believe that social workers must decolonize their current 
practice and remain fluid while evolving and growing along with this transformative experience of 
change within Indigenous communities.  
Decolonizing Social Work 
Anti-Oppressive Practice and Trauma-informed Approach  
An anti-oppressive practice would serve the Indigenous client best in that this creates a platform 
for them to identify and describe the barriers they have faced and not been able to overcome. According 
to Baines, “Anti Oppressive Practice draws on several critical theories…to explain the world in which 
social work operates and point toward policies and practices that foster equity, fairness, and social 
justice.” (2017, p. 2) It needs a confluent effort by the client and the social worker using H.T.T. and 
A.O.P. to assist in navigating toward thriving. For the Indigenous client, being engaged and actively 
participating in specific programs and services to address concerns around personal well-being, family 
matters, helps them move past the hardships in a holistic sense.  
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When a social worker learns Indigenous people’s historic trauma throughout his or her 
education, personal, and professional experiences, they will gain a better understanding of the lived 
experiences of Indigenous people and the lifelong battles we have faced for generations.  
Coming to terms with historic trauma leads one through a mind map that ends in more questions 
and curiosities. Take note, in order to have established a mind map, a social worker must practice 
situational awareness both personally and professionally. A mind map is a recollection of one’s own 
lived experiences that hinge on being witness to monumental or minute bookmarks in time that will 
lead to an even more increased awareness of how things have evolved in the current situation or 
circumstance.  Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) theory is the self-reflection of the Indigenous 
Nations who strive to heal as social workers by applying an Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) approach 
with Indigenous families. The HTT theory tests the relevance of each said bookmark and the integrity 
of a social worker. The outcomes and progress made, or lack thereof, will be the true demonstration of 
the social worker’s ability to practice AOP with Indigenous families. A social worker will understand 
“Truth Telling” more as each life story unravels slowly as the missing pieces start to surface, and with 
it comes many realizations. Indigenous clients have already realized what their position is when it 
comes to any interaction with a person with power and authority, which sources from intergenerational 
Trauma. Non-Indigenous social workers come with their perspectives and struggle with making time to 
explore curiosities with each Indigenous client and do not see past the reflection on top of the water, so 
to speak.  
Historic Trauma Transmission 
Social Workers must decolonize their practice by moving beyond the restraints of colonialism 
and explore how historic trauma transmission examines “symptoms of social disorders exhibited in the 
present are not only caused by immediate trauma; the memories and images of past traumatic events 
are being passed, from generation to generation, disrupting adaptive patterns of behavior and 
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diminishing social efficacy” (Castellano & Archibald, 2007, p. 73). The client’s behavioral issues 
usually manifest as hypervigilance, fear, anger, and distrust, which does not embody cultural safety. 
Even for Indigenous social workers to fully understand, the healing they must move through as a part 
of self-reflection is what hones their ability to listen without judgement and elicit the answer from the 
client because the client is the expert in their own lives. It is essential to be a critical thinker and assist 
“the critical consciousness that develops as people examine their situation together and take action to 
change it has the potential to empower” (Baines, 2017, p. 132). A social worker’s program delivery in 
his/her home community requires transparency to promote healthy relationships and even more 
successful outcomes that are the milestones for rising above oppression.   
As a part of the Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) Model,  
it is necessary for Indigenous people to acknowledge and explore the possibility 
that those ripples of collective trauma and grief continue to play an active role 
in inhibiting the ability of Indigenous people to flourish as a whole and healthy 
people, generation after generation (Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, 
p.100). 
Social workers need to embrace the historical layers of the client's life story to ensure the service 
needed are culturally relevant and safe which “considers how social and historical contexts, as well as 
structural and interpersonal power imbalances, shape health and health care experiences” (Native Youth 
Sexual Health Network, 2016, p.30). 
Historic Trauma enters the heart and spirit of our Indigenous children like a ghost, and it 
became more parasitic with each act of colonization, which continues to be transmitted holistically for 
generations. For our Indigenous People to move forward and heal, it will require a collective effort of 
leadership at all levels to affect change for the coming generations. Leadership certainly strives to 
include an anti-oppressive approach and be cognizant of the transmission of historic trauma, but the 
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resilience and strengths-based approach operates at the hub of each action. Much of the difficult work 
begins with “developing leaders who are well educated but also grounded in their local and cultural 
knowledge and wisdom will result in more healthy, prosperous, and balanced communities. (Voyageur 
et al., 2015, 340). Leaders become warriors for change. When exploring the health and wellness of the 
leaders, a shared vision and determination are one of many steps forward as the life energy that keeps a 
leader going on the toughest days. Social workers as leaders stand amidst the turbulent motion of 
Indigenous families, provincial policy, and Historic Trauma. This, in and of itself, is a test of character 
for Social workers as leaders affecting change through daily practice that reflects the specific needs of 
each child, family and community.  
Historical trauma intervention research and practice aims “to reduce emotional suffering among 
Indigenous Peoples of the Americas by developing culturally responsive interventions driven by the 
community to improve the quality of life, specifically behavioral health and well-being” (Braveheart et 
al., 2011, p. 288). Another way to assist in improving the quality of life is to seek out funding that 
increases community members' access to programs and services that increase their capacity in a field of 
work that they feel suits them best. Usually, representatives of various programs and services will 
collaborate to help community members in reaching their goals and be work-ready or pursue a higher 
level of education/training. During these training programs, community members challenge themselves 
in a holistic sense and overcome some of their fears to meet the expectations set out by the program. 
They challenge themselves and increase their self-confidence through training and thrive even more so 
upon the successful completion of each goal.  
There is a phenomenon of the reversing waterfalls, and it is much like what a social worker 
faces every day. Much like the speed and direction of the reversing waterfalls, the flow of information 
can change throughout the day, and the viscosity of freshwater and seawater mingle and use their force 
to infiltrate either the saltiness of the sea or the freshwater of the unabating river. It is reciprocity at 
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work, where knowledge and experience connect and begin to overlap until a coalescent, yet transparent 
working relationship emerges with a mutual understanding that is the beginning of the decolonized 
social work practice. Over time, these two forces have become something to be expected-something 
even I find comfort in because it is what affecting change looks like. Social workers and clients strive 
to remain steadfast and oversee what lies ahead in this shared journey while “forging and maintaining 
respectful relationships,” as stated by Justice Murray Sinclair, who also determines this to be a core 
principle of practice and a step toward reconciliation (2016, p1). I have had the honor to see 
community members strive to create a better life by breaking the cycle and “reclaim our traditional 
selves, our traditional knowledge, and our right to be who we are and should be as healthy, vital, and 
vibrant communities, unencumbered by depression, overwhelming grief, substance abuse, and 
traumatic responses” (Braveheart et al., 2011, p. 288). Holistic well-being and success are built with 
patience and compassion within Indigenous families and communities.  
Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) theory and the Self Determination theory meet like two 
rivers, which results in a confluence of holistic awareness that tells a story and lives in the act of 
reconciliation.  Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) theory and the Self Determination theory opens 
up a volume of stories of survivors while sadness echoes in our hearts, knowing this account of history 
is true. For each Indigenous person across Canada, self-determination spans from the smallest action of 
merely waking up to the political fight like that of the Caring Society, who has dedicated their time and 
energy to for the past 20 years.   
Amidst the battle, HTT theory illuminates the dark corners of Indigenous history and retells the 
story of our Ancestors, which reflects the long-standing oral traditions upheld even in the most difficult 
times. Wesley-Esquimaux et al. describe Historic Trauma Transmission (HTT) as a “nucleus of 
traumatic memory” that is buried deep within [the] collective psyche of Indigenous peoples who have 
continued to suffer from the return of this “dark nucleus” in subsequent generations, including the 
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present one” (Van Styvendale, 2019, p.153). Historic Trauma resembles an iceberg in that we will only 
see what is on the surface while we unknowingly move across a chasm of suppressed thoughts and 
feelings that are heavily guarded and manifest “like depression, substance abuse, collective trauma 
exposure, interpersonal losses and unresolved grief, and related problems within the lifespan and across 
generations (Braveheart et al., 2011, p. 282).  
Situational awareness within Indigenous Families 
While social workers move about in their daily practice within Indigenous Communities, they 
need to be mindful of Historic Trauma Transmission and how it may affect the progress of building 
trust and maintaining openness to move forward with a plan of care. Situational awareness is most 
often affiliated with technical defense strategies, but it manifests itself as a survival technique by 
Indigenous people as a result of colonization. I was probably around five years old when I remember 
my Dad teaching me to increase my awareness of my surroundings. I was the youngest of the family 
and often relied on my older Sister to lead the way as we carried out various tasks and responsibilities. I 
would walk behind her, looking at the ground, and my Dad would remind me to “look around” to 
become more mindful and independent. Being so young and unaware of his lived experience, I 
wondered why he demanded this of me at such a young age. I could not see any reason to exercise this 
way of being because I could not identify a visible threat. To say the least, I felt safe and did not 
understand why he wanted me to act as though there was something to be afraid of. I came to 
understand that situational awareness had shapeshifted into hypervigilance within my family, who are 
seventh-generation survivors of a centurial attempt to assimilate them into mainstream society.  
I am a child and grandchild of Residential School survivors and far more removed from the 
actual experience that my parents and grandparents had. However, my family's practice of situational 
awareness while being on the land became extremely exaggerated and evolved into hypervigilance with 
the inherent motive to survive the trauma, hardship, and unrelenting attempts to whitewash each 
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Indigenous value and belief from each and every generation.  As a family, we fought back to protect 
what was left by going back out on the land and let it remind us of our place in this world far removed 
from the tables where legislation and policy are created. As a social worker, be respectful of what it 
takes for Indigenous People to remain resilient in their current circumstances and acknowledge this 
with each client during practice. Be mindful of the fact that hypervigilance can also be a symptom of 
mental health conditions that stem from Post-Traumatic Stress and Anxiety disorders.  Brier and Scott 
State that “many trauma survivors have been hurt, betrayed, or otherwise maltreated in an interpersonal 
relationship, they may respond to evaluation or treatment with hypervigilance to physical or emotional 
danger” (2015, p.76). They could not be more right about this when it comes to Indigenous Families 
who have been repeatedly treated less than human for centuries under the heavy hand of colonization.  
Facilitative Leadership 
Facilitative leadership is a practice most often needed by a person in leadership. Social work 
practitioners are leaders every day in that they “create work teams, task forces, interagency 
collaboratives, quality assurance circles” (Breshears & Volker, 2013, p. 3) as well as many other types 
of meetings where they support self-determination with the individual, family, and community. 
Breshears & Volker also state that the facilitative leader/social worker contributes any insights, 
monitors group dynamics, and will ensure the process moves forward and focused on the goals of each 
meeting. As an Indigenous Social work practitioner, facilitative leadership involves those components, 
but the approach must be anti-oppressive and trauma-informed to be culturally relevant and ensure the 
safety of my community members throughout the process. What I like most about Facilitative 
leadership is that it breaks down into five supportive roles that Breashers & Volker (2013) highlight 
from Garner’s text, which identifies as the gatekeeper, encourager, supporter/acceptor, harmonizer, and 
compromiser (p. 55).   Each role is important in that it creates an inclusive and collective approach to 
resolving matters and making/meeting goals set out by the group. As the facilitator, this is when 
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situational awareness is of the utmost importance in that he/she must be observant and intuitive and 
time his/her words and actions to navigate the discussion in the most fair and just manner. All these 
values must be inclusive of the nation’s protocol and adhere to the traditional principles that are 
specific to the territory.  
Breshears & Volker reflect on Garner’s concepts of the Supportive Leadership roles called the 
gatekeeper who may “call on members whose body language indicates they want to speak”(2012, p. 
55), and I have waited for the discussion to stop or pause and then pose the question to that person by 
asking if they have any concerns about this specific matter. Garner’s second leadership role as the 
encourager can occur before, during, and after any form of meeting in that the groundwork can be laid 
to set out a personal code of conduct, determine what outcomes that the families, their community 
supports hope for, and also bring a strengths-based approach to the process. Breshears & Volker (2012) 
identify it being a high functioning process that reflects an effective and efficient group that is learning 
to trust in each other. This productively intertwines with the role of being the supporter/acceptor to the 
group’s process as well.  
Garner’s supportive roles in leadership overlap throughout the whole process, and if a 
facilitative leader sees that a group is struggling and the tension builds due to fear of the outcomes by 
one or more persons, it often comes down to clarifying the matter by first creating a safe space for the 
person to share their concerns and perhaps even be somewhat vulnerable in the process. It is only then 
that this sincere and authentic way of being in conversation with each other might rekindle a healthier 
way to communicate and come to an agreement that may even encourage both/ all parties to 
compromise and collaborate that will include the interest of each party to the matter at hand ( Breshears 
& Volker., 2013, p. 55). 
One of the main barriers to facilitative leadership that Breshears & Volker highlight a pattern 
called “groupthink” which thrives in a group that is overstimulated, close-minded, and puts pressure on 
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participants to conform. Irving Janice brought this term to light in the early 1970s and is defined as “a 
situation, in which critical information is withheld from the team because individual members censor or 
restrain themselves-either because they believe their concerns are not worth discussing or they are 
afraid of confrontation” (2013, p. 81). Distrust and fear certainly weave its way into the hearts and 
minds of my community members because they are afraid of having all their hard work being 
undermined by the social worker who holds power over them.  
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)   
Traditional Ecological Knowledge is described as a native science that “holds the memories, 
observations, stories, understandings, insights, and practices for how to follow the natural laws of a 
particular place” (Nelson, 2008, p. 31). Being a C’eletkwmx woman of the Nlaka’pamux Nation, this is 
a part of my Traditional Ecological Knowledge which demonstrates the existential reality required to 
collaboratively move forward by holistically strengthening the interconnectedness as Cagete who also 
wrote about ecology describes by saying: 
Indigenous peoples’ relationship with the land as embodying a “theology of place,” a 
reflection and sacred orientation to place and space. He explains that we come to a 
spiritual understanding through “the intimate relationship people establish with place 
and the environment and with all things that make or give them life ‘It is this place that 
holds our memories and the bones of our people … This is the place that made us” 
(Greenwood, 2005, p. 554).  
 
As social workers, we hold space for those who are struggling; we must “try to come up with 
ways and means as to how we can connect or use the healing tense, not so much to invoke guilt but 
rather reconnect people” (Iwama, M., Marshall, M., Marshall, A., & Bartlett, C., 2009, p. 17). I have 
heard the healing tense in my Grandparents' voices when they talked with me about their lived 
experiences as children, as survivors of residential school, as parents, and use these experiences as 
teachings for my holistic well-being. The way they navigated conversations with words and their tone 
of voice and attentiveness or dismissive gestures gave a strong impression of their stance on the matters 
at hand. Murdena Marshal says that the healing tense is a language form that one learns in the context 
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of a relationship (2009, p. 18).. She also states that it can bring about conflict because the message you 
have shared is heard, but due to lack of understanding, it creates tension and conflict until it is worded 
plainly and finally understood. (Iwama et al., 2009, p,18). It is only when the Social worker and the 
Indigenous community member stand in the light of truth and acknowledgment that the healing process 
can begin. She also stated that when a person is heard, there is a natural response to your words that are 
accompanied by supporting you in the tasks at hand (2009, p.18). I believe Murdena is speaking to the 
truth-telling and acknowledging component of the Touchstones of Hope practice framework created by 
the Caring Society. The language of healing requires humility, patience, and understanding in order for 
Indigenous families to feel safe in moving forward.  
Since geographically, leaders are bonded to their birthplace, a path leads them through the most 
challenging terrain in a social, environment, and economic, and political field while striving to 
implicitly integrate the teachings they were brought up with that resonate with each person and the land 
from which they come. Whether it be a leader or a follower, “Indigenous knowledge is a lived 
knowledge, meaning that you must practice what you know and be what you do. There is no distinction 
between living and working. Indigenous knowledge is a way of life “(Absolon, 2019, p.38). When 
social workers come into a new community, they must learn of these specific community based 
transformative principles based on the teachings of the Indigenous People and their ancestors. Each 
Indigenous community abides by their own Traditional Ecological Knowledge so they must navigate 
child and family matters in accordance with these values and beliefs. 
Deep Listening 
Breshears & Volker bring to light something that resonates with my personal and professional 
values and beliefs n that a facilitator must listen intentionally. I believe this is the same as deep 
listening, as described by Brearley. Breshears & Volker follows up with the intent that is inclusive of  
• being the example/role model,  
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• seeking clarity during discussions to ensure there are no misunderstandings,  
• practicing situational(holistic in a traditional sense) awareness,  
• know who is at the table and where you stand in regards to the matter,  
• let the process work,  
• and remember you are merely the facilitator, and  
• be flexible but patient. (2013, pp. 90-93).  
I have observed that just by being patient with each person in the meeting and mindful of their 
thoughts and feelings supports their ability to speak to the matter in a good way and is most often 
well received. 
Social workers are facilitative leaders who stand at the forefront of change, advocating for what 
they believe is best for children and their families. They must listen deeply to each person’s story and 
strive to understand how “deep listening and community leadership in this way foregrounds our 
interconnectedness and embeds leadership practice in relationships, respect, and reciprocity” (Brearley, 
2015, p.92).  A social worker, whether it be child protection, guardianship, clinicians, designated band 
representatives, family services navigator, traditional healing coordinator create platforms of 
communication. Each helper involved brings voice and purpose to even the most difficult situations 
and their optimism and warrior spirits elicit the truth from each moment to showcase the resilience of 
the Indigenous people in its purest and most humble form. Social workers in leadership base their 
practice upon a participatory and altruistic style that may be described as “more collaborative, 
inclusive, humanistic, democratic, adaptable, process-oriented, non-competitive, and less autocratic” 
(Breshears & Volker, 2012, p.52). Social Workers are helpers and facilitators at the front line of service 
who can affect change that will reinforce the longstanding vision of Self Determination of the 
Indigenous People of Canada.  
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Case Study: Huu-ay-aht First Nations 
Huu-ay-aht First Nations (HFN) consulted with their band members through the process of 
direct democracy to understand what their concerns were in regards to dealing with MCFD and or 
Delegated Indigenous Agencies nearby (https://huuayaht.org/). I learned that Huu-ay-aht First Nations 
(HFN) strives to keep one of their five key promises to ensure “Our children will grow up safe, healthy 
and connected to our home and culture/values” (2017, p. 6). HFN is a self-governing, modern treaty 
Nation whose lands are located in the Barkley Sound region on the west coast of Vancouver Island with 
approximately 750 members. Huu-ay-aht First Nations is a member of the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal 
Council and one of the five First Nations signatories to the Maa-nulth Final Agreement, the first 
modern-day treaty to be concluded on Vancouver Island. Their treaty came into effect on April 1st, 
2011, when the five Maa-nulth First Nations’ laws came into effect, marking a new era of ownership 
and self-government (https://huuayaht.org/).  
On May 31, 2017, a report was submitted to the Huu-ay-aht First Nations called The Social 
Services Project: Safe, Healthy, and Connected. Bringing Huu-ay-aht Children Home carried out by the  
Social Services Panel made up of Lydia Hwitsum, Kim Baird, Myles Blank, & Maegen Giltrow. HFN 
expected the Social Services panel to meet the following mandate and “recommend the changes 
necessary to ensure that all Huu-ay-aht children grow up safe, healthy, and connected to Huu-ay-aht 
home, culture and values” (p. 6).   The Social Services Panel was expected to engage with members of 
the community and:  
a) consult extensively with Huu-ay-aht children, mothers, fathers, foster parents, 
the Citizen Development Committee and other key individuals, organizations 
and governments;   
b) develop case studies to illustrate (based on evidence) the problems with the 
social service system;    
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c) consider preventative programs, community resources, Huu-ay-aht 
involvement in decisions, proactive notice, lateral violence, anger 
management, restorative justice, social worker burnout, healing centers, 
addiction treatment, safe homes, cultural programs, etc.;   
d) prepare specific recommendations to Executive Council on “made in Huu-ay-
aht” changes to Huu-ay-aht laws, social services agreements, policies, 
programs, services, and facilities;   
e) recommend an implementation plan and sufficient funding sources; and  
f) make other related recommendations as the Panel determines.   
(Hwitsum, L. Baird, K., Blank, M., & Giltrow, M. 2017, pp. 6-7) 
The Social Services Project resulted in 30 recommendations to make the appropriate changes in 
their protocol agreement. The report also maintained transparency in the ongoing struggles of the 
community with colonization, historic trauma, poverty, addiction, and violence. I am inspired to see 
that they discuss the importance of attachment that is related to early childhood development that is 
integral to healing the historic Trauma between children and their families. Making Early childhood 
development programming for Indigenous children is an essential step in restoring relationships within 
each family and urge the healing journey to begin as they move forward together as a community.  
HFN incorporated many of Ardith Walkem’s concepts from her publication called “Wrapping 
Our Ways Around Them: Indigenous Communities and the CFCSA Guidebook” by including 
traditional family practices supported by Indigenous Elders to guide the growth and development of 
their Social services for children and their families (Hwitsum et al. 2017, p. 49). Trusting a DAA with 
their child and family matters was difficult, and this is discussed from section 162 to 184 of the Social 
Services report that identifies numerous issues and concerns about Usma (which means precious child 
in Nuu-chah-nulth language) and their practice in the community. HFN did not want to replicate what 
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existed at the provincial and federal level and felt that working from a prevention-based approach 
would work better for their nation. Many of these points can be addressed directly through the Practice 
framework of the Agency and in collaboration with the First Nations Community. Primarily, this work 
happens at the front line already with the social workers who are using anti-oppressive practice and a 
trauma-informed approach.  
Knowledge Exchange 
Nlaka’pamux Teachings and Social Work: A place to begin 
Indigenous people are living testimonies of resilience, which results from adhering to traditional 
teachings that become everyday principles that we live by. Resilience is a part of our Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge and “can be assessed at the individual, familial, community, and cultural levels” 
and “acknowledges the continuous efforts made by indigenous peoples to respond to and transcend 
historical oppression” (Burnette and Figley, 2016, p. 41). Dr. Marie Anderson speaks of Nlaka’pamux 
teachings that are called Transformative Principles, which have guided my people intuitively for 
centuries, and these teachings were passed on through oral tradition for many generations(2011, p. 
103) . She went out into the community and met with Nlaka’pamux Grandmothers, where she 
exchanged knowledge with them and learned their teachings as well. Her research resulted in the 
Nlaka’pamux Developing Wisdom Theory made up of eight transformational principles as described 
below:  
• Takemshooknooqua: Knowing we are connected: land, animals, plants, and people,  
• ChaaChawoowh: Celebrating people and land joyously,  
• Huckpestes: Developing lifelong learning and wisdom,   
• Huztowaahh: Giving lovingly to family and community,   
• Choownensh: Succeeding in endeavors,   
• Choowaachoots: Utilizing Nlakapmux vision-seeking methods,  
• Nmeenlth coynchoots: Incorporating Nlakapmux knowledge, and  
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• Peteenushem: Reflecting on learning and relearning lifelong lessons. (2012, p. 18)   
 
Dr. Marie Anderson’s theory and the eight principles assist in revitalizing the role of our Indigenous 
Grandmothers and Grandfathers, who are the knowledge keepers, and remember what it was like 
before Residential schools. They recall how these principles were applied to their day to day living and 
exploring their surroundings and finding their place in this cycle of life. They recall how we as 
Indigenous People practiced self-determination, and this most certainly involved ensuring the health 
and well-being of Indigenous children, youth, and their families within the community. As a 
Nlaka’pamux woman and social worker, my goal is to walk with each person I serve as they navigate 
the challenges they face while and remind them of their inherent core principles. These principles call 
Indigenous people “Home” in the sense that they will know they carried this knowledge, skills, and 
capacity from birth to courageously move through the most challenging times they encounter as a 
family.  They will feel capable and confident, which most certainly is a part of the healing process.  
Indigenous Consilience 
Dr. Marie Anderson’s Nlaka’pamux Developing Wisdom Theory (2011) sets a standard of 
practice in place that demands holistic situational awareness of each person. Each person must gain 
insight into how we are all interconnected, and this demands that we, as social workers remain curious 
about it. Phil Theofanos describes consilience as “the highest-order, universal peer-review, with 
appropriate entailing demands, describing the world as it is…especially that which challenges 
previously-held positions and biases” (Quillette, 2018, para. 13).  Dr. Marie Anderson who is of 
Nlaka’pamux descent and Dr. Gregory Cagete of the Tewa Nation of New Mexico both challenged 
themselves to consilient thinking throughout their research and their integral way of being,  along with 
their long-standing teachings that defy the constricting views that mainstream society has fought to 
maintain about Indigenous Knowledge. Consilience is somewhat of a controversial term, but from the 
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lens of history, it is defined as “the principle that evidence from independent, unrelated sources can 
"converge" on strong conclusions”(Consilience, 2020), which should then become the milestone that 
can be built upon by each Indigenous generation and their allies Consilience and the Indigenous 
Methodology again are a confluence of relational accountability to “all my relations” to all Indigenous 
People and for our children and youth (Wilson, 2001, p. 177). Consilient thinking becomes a 
navigational tool by which we can establish the development of Indigenous programs and services that 
are based on each Indigenous community’s principles, values, and beliefs.  
Indigenous integrity vs. Fundamentalism 
While integrity is the lifeblood of any nation, the concept of fundamentalism echoes scriptures 
and a self-righteous perspective of missionaries and preachers. Idealistic intentions cripple the practice 
of social workers who have not made a conscious effort to humble themselves and go out into the 
Indigenous Community and learn what cultural sensitivity really means. Todd & Coholic (2007) refers 
to Dinerman (2003, p.251) who wondered how a fundamentalist social worker who believes that she/he 
possesses the truth can maintain the professional discipline to help a client reach their own decisions 
and clarify their own values, especially if the client's goals and values challenge the Fundamentalist 
social worker’s beliefs (p. 8). This resonates with assimilation in that the Indigenous Nation did not 
have the opportunity to teach the Fundamentalist the traditional values and beliefs that are based on 
connectedness with everything around them. Building a working relationship with the client is a 
collaboration of insights and understanding between the social worker and the client. It is imperative to 
be willing to learn about each other.  
Social workers who remain curious about the clients they serve in their daily practice find more 
success in the outcomes than those who never venture past colonial policies and practice.  Breaking 
away from frigid and foreign concepts imposed upon Indigenous People result in self-determination 
and healing; this then becomes the “ultimate goal of any healing modality, to be employed in these 
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cases, is to restructure the past and to reconnect people to the present, to empower, to incorporate and, 
in the end, to help people recover from fear and despair” (Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p. 
80). The social worker must learn how to strengthen the connections between the past and the present. 
Moving forward with the client whose past is an amalgamation of “physical, cultural, social and 
psychological factors that are like a sticky web triggering extreme situational awareness that never 
allows a person to truly live” (Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p.73). Elements of motivational 
interviewing help the client’s story unfold and often helps with who they are and where they come from 
by identifying the stories of resilience and truth. They begin to identify how they can rekindle the 
connection through acceptance, acknowledge, forgiveness, and gratitude.  These concepts also correlate 
with the three concepts of the Appreciative Resilience Model.  
Porsanger reflects that some components of Fundamentalism are integral to cultural 
revitalization, but this must be cautiously approached because St. Denis states “Cultural Revitalization 
can also have the effect of encouraging cultural authenticity and cultural purity in a fundamentalist 
manner” (Schick, Jaffe, & Watkinson, 2004, p. 45). At times, practicing various forms of culture can be 
awkward for some Indigenous people, but for others, they become witness to its distinct richness and 
beauty and any fear, shame, resentment, and any other barrier to being true to one’s self begin to 
dissolve due to a fuller understanding of the Historic Trauma, but even more so, the resilience. The 
discovery of truth begins “only by revealing what remains hidden and only by reconnecting people 
with their memories, one may achieve the interconnectedness, interdependence and balance with the 
past that is so much needed for Indigenous communities to heal at a deeper level” (Wesley-Esquimaux 
& Smolewski, 2004, p.9). Acknowledging the truth for both the social worker and the client is usually 
the hub for progress and any change that necessary to aid clients in their personal goals for growth and 
understanding.  
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A social worker’s conversation often delves into the client’s challenges and day to day struggles 
which demonstrate how complex each issue can be that hinges on the action above and beyond the 
ability of the client. Clients who feel supported holistically may start to believe that “once this balance 
of truth is achieved and all the painful elements properly connected, [they] will be able to transcend the 
pain and grief that has become embedded in their identity and in their social and cultural egos” 
(Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p. 9). What becomes more evident is the client’s capacity to 
speak their truth, which reflects their ability to advocate for their own needs, and this is the beginning 
of a good working relationship. The client feels heard and that their struggle is real. “For non-
Indigenous service providers and harm reduction advocates: Be comfortable with the uncomfortable. 
That is, learn how to talk about colonialism and recognize how it may become an act of complicity in a 
system that supports colonial structures and practices” (Native Youth Sexual Health Network, 2016, pp. 
38-39). The truth is very uncomfortable to hear at times, but that is where social justice begins.  
Truth-telling is an expression of social justice in that one must see where they stand with privilege in 
hand. Young states that the  
concept of social justice includes all aspects of institutional rules and relations 
insofar as they are subject to a potential collective decision. The concept of 
domination and oppression, rather than the concept of distribution, should be the 
starting point for the conception of social justice (1990, p.39). 
 Seeking a vehicle for social justice is politicizing the issue at hand to hopefully affect change by 
drawing attention to it in the community, as well as provincial and federal levels of government. Both 
the AFN and the Caring Society are at the political front carrying out this duty with courage, reverence, 
and determination.  
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Appreciative Resilience Model 
Appreciative Resilience and Leadership are required to maneuver through the process of 
reconciliation intuitively and “aims to sustain leaders as hope blooms, as despair visits, and as 
forgiveness opens their hearts” to a new time where Self Determination will flourish and create a 
stronghold for First Nations children and youth across Canada. The Appreciative Resilience Model 
(ARM) is yet another path to instill best practices in the leadership roles that Social workers encounter 
within Indigenous Child and Family Services. It resonates with trauma-informed practice in that it 
identifies forms of colonial despair while exploring hope and forgiveness, which is an integral 
component of the Historic Trauma Transmission theory. What ARM intends with its model is to help a 
person in leadership to know and understand these three elements and function well withing them by 
embracing the resilience of the people they serve. Forgiveness of self and others creates the “element of 
letting go and looking forward in expectation of positive change, of being in the moment, and seeing 
the strengths and possibilities in the midst of challenges (McArthur-Blair & Cockel, 2018, sect. 334).  
Social workers as leaders are often encouraged to take care of themselves and maintain a sense 
of holistic health and wellness in this chapter of their lives in servitude to their community. The 
presence of hope, despair and forgiveness will fluctuate and evolve accordingly, and each theme will at 
times overshadow the other two (McArthur-Blair & Cockel, 2018, sect. 334). These three themes 
remind me of the dynamic among sisters how each one propels circumstances and situations with a 
distinct energy and contributes to the progress to the family as a whole. Some of my own Indigenous 
Sisters in Spirit move through life with such humility, dignity and grace; their presence demands me to 
demonstrate more empathy, curiosity, and respect for matters at hand as I strive to be more mindful in 
my words and actions.    
Dr. Adams speaks about cultivated resilience and how it is the medicine that keeps Indigenous 
people adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma and tragedy. (2016, p. 8).  He believes 
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perseverance is key to the overall health of the Indigenous person and that the nation must build upon 
both the learning opportunities that strengthen our holistic connections. Adams talks about “medicine 
of resilience” (2016, p. 8) and how his parents instilled in him the ability to apply Brown’s concept of 
counter viewing which allows “one to see life events and stories of self through a lens that shifts away 
from limiting, pathologizing, blaming and damaging problem stories of self” (Baines, 2017, p. 221). 
Having an Indigenous person’s life story pulled apart and then re-storied to be more focused on the 
strength and determination it takes to be holistically present helps the client use healthier coping 
strategies to move away from survival mode and into healthier alternatives.  
Cultural Safety 
Cultural safety and sensitivity are some of the key components to be a helper in Indigenous 
communities. The Four Fire Model “focuses on community wellness and the restoration of various 
Indigenous knowledge systems, life ways, ceremonies, culture, and Governance structures, Indigenous 
peoples of many nations can reduce the harm we experience in our lives” (Native Youth Sexual Health 
Network, 2016, p. 37). There are many helpers who have come away from their own traumas barely 
intact, but because of the comfort they found in a song, a prayer, object or action that helps them feel 
connected before having to walk in the world that which is made up of governing bodies who may 
never see what actually happens at the frontline of service.  
Helpers and healers can be found in any community working in front line services where they 
are witness to the stories of the Indigenous people who become more victorious every time they speak 
their truth (Baines, 2017, p. 135). The ability to humble oneself while in service to the Indigenous 
community is the very first step to learning about who is on the other side of the desk and that within 
itself is empowering the client to speak up more and speak louder, thus becoming the very best 
advocate of his or her needs.   
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When social workers interact with clients, their approach and use of language are the very first 
indicators of how matters will progress: “Language is at the heart of the dynamic interface between 
policy and practice, and social work as a profession should never cease to question” (Gregory & 
Holloway, 2005, p. 51). Demonstrations of change and consistency in attitude and behaviors are 
important for both parties. Being authentic and sincere is a good start and always remembering that the 
dignity of the client is of the utmost importance. Educating the client about the notion that “Rights are 
relationships, not things; they are institutionally defined rules specifying what people can do in relation 
to one another. Rights refer to doing more than having, to social relationships that enable or constrain 
action” (Young, 1990). It is important to help the client understand that these organizations and 
agencies have policies governed by provincial and federal legislation that have created more 
Indigenous-specific practices to promote a more inclusive approach to the overall well-being of the 
nations.  
Most survivors of the residential schools have been financially compensated according to what 
the Federal Government felt was suitable to address the grief and loss, traumas, and many other facets 
of colonization. As Indigenous people struggle to overcome hardship, social workers must learn how 
“traumatic memories of the past entered the present of the Indigenous people of today” as this  
poignantly reflects transgenerational transmission at a physical, cultural, social and psychological level,  
while recognizing the fact that trauma is contagious (Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p. 73). In 
an Indigenous family today, Historic Trauma is still manifesting in more grief, loss, addiction, violence, 
racism, and poverty. The domination and oppression still engrained in federal legislation results in so 
many Indigenous people experiencing systemic failure of policies that are not their own.  Regardless of 
these adversarial experiences, Indigenous families and communities keep moving forward with hope 
and faith for the betterment of themselves as a Nation.  
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Indigenous people certainly have been courageous and resilient – two qualities that are integral 
to healing from many elements of H.T.T. theory.  A survivor often welcomes healing with gratitude and 
knows very well that in order to navigate the most challenging circumstances, he/she must meet each 
day with optimism, humor, and clarity. Herman (1997) states, “[T]he survivor who has accomplished 
her recovery faces life with few illusions but often with gratitude… Having encountered the fear of 
death, she knows how to celebrate life (p. 213)” (quoted in Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p. 
80). The older and newer generations bring life to the hopes and dreams of their Indigenous Ancestors, 
and the holistic birthright, the inherent right, revitalizes the very identity of being Indigenous, and they 
flourish and embrace a sense of privilege immersed in cultural pride.  
Indigenous people know that “resilience is the encompassing response, which includes the 
capacity to let go of defenses when a place of safety is reached” (Castellano & Archibald, 2007, p. 77). 
It is throughout this journey, even Indigenous Children and Youth are learning to accept both the 
struggle and the victory while embracing humility. Thinking of each intricate part of one’s being, these 
primary components of Indigeneity must derive from traditions and values while each Indigenous 
person can act “with the conscious intent of regenerating one’s Indigeneity” (Alfred & Corntassel, 
2005, p. 603). We as Indigenous People, must preserve the intrinsic way of being so as to revitalize the 
teaching of our ancestors that will feel right and belong with us in a holistic sense. 
In social work practice and facilitative leadership, we must understand “the need to maintain 
respectful relationships that guide all interactions and experiences with community, clans, families, 
individuals, homelands, plants, animals, etc. in the Indigenous ideal” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 
609). Holistic Trauma transmission might partially explain the struggle of being Indigenous. However, 
all is not lost due to a “self-conscious kind of traditionalism that is the central process in the 
reconstruction of traditional communities’ based on the original teachings and orienting values of 
Indigenous peoples” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 609). In order for the social worker to connect with 
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the client, they must listen to the stories that have been told from the survivors and those before them, 
and each time the story is shared, there comes the responsibility to learn from past experiences. I 
believe that the “way to recovering freedom and power and happiness is clear: it is time for each one of 
us to commit to transcend colonialism as people, and for us to work together as peoples to become 
forces of Indigenous truth against the lie of colonialism” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 614). The 
process of truth-telling is much like heartfelt monologues heard through deep listening, and Social 
workers are witnesses to the strength it took to survive those moments of Trauma that has been 
inadvertently transmitted with the sad story. As facilitative leaders, social workers can reassure clients 
they are now safe and can demonstrate the courage and tenacity to live their best life surpasses the 
holistic scars left in the wake of colonization.  
Revitalizing Indigenous culture and advocacy for the truest expression of the Indigenous 
identity is an ongoing battle that is evolving, and “Indigenousness is an identity constructed, shaped, 
and lived in the politicized context of contemporary colonialism” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 597). 
How is anyone to know what correctly represents each nation in its distinct values and beliefs, along 
with the appropriate protocol to ensure mutual respect in each other’s territory, and what are the 
guardianship roles and responsibility to oversee the resilient legacy of each Indigenous nation? 
Social workers can support clients through Baines’ principles of anti-oppressive practice to 
encourage a safe, productive, and energized working relationship with the client (2017, p. 98). It is 
crucial to be sincere and authentic and non-judgmental, which makes the social worker more likable 
and genuine to the client.(Baines, 2017, p.99) Having excellent interpersonal skills and being efficient 
and effective in daily tasks and responsibilities help build rapport and a consistent approach with the 
client who can trust and rely more on the capacity and ability of the social worker. 
Storytellers, much like my grandfathers and grandmothers, move about in each community and 
can tell stories for days that genuinely represent the land and the Indigenous people who occupied 
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them. These stories spoke of subsistence, gathering traditional foods out on the land, travelling to visit 
friends and family in other communities along with an exchange of goods and services.The Indigenous 
Knowledge keepers - our Elders believe that,  
although some aspects of the Indigenous social self were deeply hurt and damaged, 
there is yet another side of the Indigenous psyche: the Indigenous spiritual self that is 
full of positive energy, waiting to be revealed and used in the right way (Wesley-
Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004, p.73).  
There are also the stories of resistance often hidden under the heavy cloak of colonialism. Each 
Indigenous person’s spirit is relentless, tired, and yet goes unbroken.Social workers who step into 
various roles of leadership find the energy to carry on so that the coming generation can be more 
selective in their social location and use each opportunity to hold up the legacy of the Indigenous 
People in the highest regard. Within Indigenous families and communities, the “ development of a 
culturally relevant and truly indigenized social work need not necessarily lead to a loss of culture” 
(Gray & Coates, 2010, p. 627), but “Community-led healing gives substance to the idea of holistic 
healing involving body, mind, emotions, and spirit. Training of the healer/helper draws on both 
traditional wisdom and scientific knowledge” (Castellano & Archibald, 2007, p.73). The importance of 
having the Indigenous Community lead us through the healing process to keep our families together 
will be more effective when a healer/helper who is well versed in both Indigenous traditions. Social 
workers as leaders who bear witness to this and strive to facilitate the holistic health and wellness of 
Indigenous Child and Family that resonate with the community’s core principles is the best 
demonstration of anti-oppressive Social work practice with an Indigenous lens.  
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CONCLUSION  
As a daughter, granddaughter, cousin, and niece to my family of multigenerational residential 
school survivors, I have been witness to my family’s journey through survival mode and some forms of 
recovery. I hope to contribute to decolonizing social work practice, transforming the approach to a 
community-based framework, assist with mobilizing through community engagement and facilitative 
leadership to move forward in a good way (Smith, 1999, p. 117). Through each act and practice of self-
determination, the healing process will begin within each family and community (Smith, 1999, p. 117). 
I intend to move past consilient thinking and integrate the Indigenous transformative principles into 
affecting change while I remain steadfast to the life goals of my Ancestors and honour the legacy they 
have left in charge of those who strive to protect our children and their families from more acts of 
colonialism.   
The Institute of Fiscal Studies and Democracy (IFSD) was asked by the AFN and the Caring 
Society to determine the needs of First Nations Child and Family Services, identify acts of 
discrimination against Indigenous children in care and many other issues that demonstrate ongoing acts 
of oppression (2018. p.4). IFSD’s findings stated that the vision should include but not be limited to  
“moving beyond a narrow focus on the protection of children, to a vision of enabling children to thrive, 
the proposed approach would align results (outcomes) to activities (outputs) and required resources 
(inputs) across safety, child well-being, family well-being, and community well-being” (Institute of 
Fiscal Studies and Democracy, 2018. p.4). IFSD is helping create this vision that is focused on 
changing outcomes for children by empowering agencies, communities, and families (Institute of Fiscal 
Studies and Democracy, 2018. p.4)., something I will certainly make a part of my daily practice.  
Being an Indigenous woman, I have ensured to the best of my ability that the content of this 
paper offers the ability to reflect the highest levels of understanding while sharing authentic, 
meaningful stories that exhibit the true lived experiences of Indigenous people – my people (Younging, 
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2018, p. 6).  Younging briefly describes the purpose of Indigenous style  that which becomes both the 
first principle and foundation on which I must build upon to present my perspective realistically and 
insightfully with the highest possible degree of verisimilitude - the truth (2018, p. 6). My written word 
carries much responsibility, and there is no room for assumptions or lateral violence for I must use my 
Indigenous voice in a manner that is inclusive of the 4 R’s of Indigenous research that demonstrates 
these relationships, roles and responsibilities are reciprocal in nature” (Harris & Wasilewski, 2004, p. 
5). I believe we carry a spiritual stronghold within, a place that will never be discovered by colonizers, 
safe from the Doctrine of Discovery. I am striving to move forward with my Ancestors’ hopes and 
dreams of self-determination, which have been carefully protected and washed clean by their tears and 
some of my own. Our hearts mourn the loss of those who were called home too soon as a result of 
colonial acts of genocide and assimilation, but we are here, and we are left in charge of keeping the 
heart song going, our Snaem (my traditional name) …our spirit song for the next seven generations - 
our legacy.  
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